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Abstract 
The ability to read legal cases is one of the most essential skills for law students aiming for success in their discipline.  It is 
particularly fundamental since case law is one of the main sources of law. Christensen (2006) in her research entitled "Legal 
Reading and Success in Law School: An Empirical Study" shows that students who are able to read judicial opinions effectively 
and efficiently are more successful in their studies. However, the most common assumption is that students already possess this 
skill when they enrol in a law school. This attitudinal fallacy is referred to as “skills deployment assumption” (Stratman, 1990). 
Thus, this paper describes a research study which investigates the quintessential elements in the reading of legal cases among law 
students in a Malaysian public university. Its specific aims were to develop some understanding about the reading of this 
rhetorical genre and simultaneously to uncover the problems related to the learning process. In this research, a case study design 
was adopted and data was obtained through interview sessions with twelve law students. The major findings of this research 
show that despite the training given to the students, they still face a lot of problems in acquiring this crucial skill. These 
challenges emanated from three main aspects, i.e. language, time management and the nature of legal cases.    
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under the responsibility of the Organizing Committee 
of ICLALIS 2013. 
Keywords: language for specific purposes; legal English; reading legal cases; case reading. 
1. Introduction 
     Throughout the formal legal training and legal apprenticeship of any law students, they are required to read a 
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variety of documents such as statutes, judicial opinions, journals, casebooks, textbooks and law magazines, to name 
a few. However, one of the most essential skills for law students to be successful in their discipline is their ability to 
read legal cases. This skill is paramount since case law is one of the major sources of law, the other being statutes. 
Christensen (2007) in her research entitled ‘Legal Reading and Success in Law School: An Empirical Study’ has 
shown that students who are able to read judicial opinions effectively and efficiently are more successful in their 
studies than those who are less capable. 
Despite its importance, she claims that many law schools merely provide minimal training on how to read legal 
texts competently. The most common assumption is that students are in possession of this skill when they enroll in a 
law school. This attitudinal fallacy is referred to as ‘skills deployment assumption’ (Stratman, 1990). Stratman 
highlights that legal educators have erroneously made the assumption that law students who enter law schools are 
fully equipped with sufficient literacy skills which are readily transferred to the legal texts.  
     Yet in truth, reading legal texts proves to be an arduous task to most law students. Krashen (1981)  identifies this 
situation as a ‘transition problem’ which refers to a perceived gap in the English language and study skill abilities of 
learners who have passed through traditional language classes, and those required for study purposes in the different 
disciplines. He argues that content-based English for Academic Purposes (EAP) courses can impart both subject 
knowledge and language competence at the same time. In fact, sufficient training on the reading of legal cases is 
deemed to be of utmost importance due to the linguistic complexity of the legal language and the inherent intricacy 
in the process of legal reading, particularly in the reading of legal cases which requires strategic reading by the 
learners. 
Acknowledging the importance of developing case reading skills, this study aims to identify some of the 
problems that law students face in carrying out this academic activity. It is hoped that by understanding their 
problems, better approaches and methodology can be implemented to ease their task in acquiring these skills. 
 
2. Method 
 
2.1 Setting 
 
     At the International Islamic University Malaysia (IIUM), the skill of reading case law is taught by the law school 
itself via the Legal Method course. This legal skill is not taught in English for Specific Purposes (ESP) or English 
for Academic and Legal Purposes (EALP) courses, unlike at some other other public universities. Hence, Ahmad 
Ibrahim Kulliyyah of Laws was chosen as the focal point for this case study. It is one of the oldest Kulliyyahs or 
schools, and was formed during the initial establishment of IIUM in 1983. The school started off by offering degree 
courses in Civil Law and then slowly included Shari’ah Law into their programmes. At present the Kulliyyah offers 
degree programmes, from Bachelor to Postgraduate studies, in both Civil and Shari’ah law. Initially the kulliyyah 
comprised of 3 departments – Public Law, Private Law and Islamic Law. However, from June 2011 onwards the 
kulliyyah went through some transformation of its departments. The newly reorganized departments were Civil Law, 
Islamic Law and Legal Practice. Upon enquiry to the kulliyyah, the researcher was made to understand that the 
formation of the Legal Practice department was deemed crucial in order to improve and sharpen the law students’ 
soft skills and lawyering skills which were found to be lacking.  
 
2.2 Participants 
 
     Six students participated in this research. The selection of the student participants was done based on the criteria 
below: 
 
a) The students were in the intermediate achievement category in their legal studies.   
 
Justification: In order to discover the common practices of the majority of the Law students, focus was given to 
those in the intermediate category rather than the excellent or the weak ones at the extreme and less representative 
ends of the scale. Furthermore, the students in the intermediate group were perceived to reflect the idea of 
commonality of practice, which was the focus of the first phase of the research, rather than exceptional attributes.  
    
 
111 Adlina Ariffi n /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  134 ( 2014 )  109 – 118 
 
b) The students were in their second year of studies.  
 
Justification: These groups of students were deemed to be most suitable for this research since it was assumed that 
they had received some exposure to the subject content. 
   
     In order to identify suitable participants, the researcher firstly contacted the Head of Department for Private Law 
and asked for information on the law lecturers who were teaching sessions that semester. On finding that they were 
teaching second year students, the researcher then requested the lecturers to identify those students who were in the 
intermediate achievement category of their legal studies (i.e. Cumulative Grade Point Average or CGPA 2.7 to 3.2) 
The lecturers were asked to forward their phone numbers. Then, the researcher contacted the students individually 
stating her intention and purpose of the research. Once the students had given their verbal consent, the researcher 
went on to set up times for the interviews.  
 
3. Data Collection Technique 
 
3.1  Semi-structured interview 
 
     The semi-structured interview was the main technique adopted for use in this research. According to Kvale (1996, 
as cited in Nik Suryani, 2008) interviewing is a process of “understanding the world from the subjects’ point of view, 
unfolding the meaning of peoples’ experiences, and uncovering their lived world prior to scientific explanations” 
(p.2). It is a method of enquiry that enables the researcher to access the participants’ worldview (Patton, 1987). 
Dornyei (2007) highlights two essential features of an effective interview. Firstly, the interview session proceeds in 
a natural, unhurried and uninterrupted manner. All the important components of the questions are covered 
effortlessly. The interviewer grants greater autonomy to the interviewee to determine the pace of the session, while 
the interviewer resorts to silent fortitude in anticipating the replies from the other party. Secondly, the interview is 
able to uncover rich and significant details. This is achieved by applying the golden rule for all interviewing, that is 
“Always seek the particular” (Richards, 2003, p.140). Thus, it is important for an interviewer to be able to provide 
proper guidance and direction in maneuvering the conversations that take place during the interview session to allow 
the interviewee to feel comfortable and at ease when sharing their views and elaborating on specific issues.  
     To ensure consistency and systematic coverage of major issues during the interviewing process, an interview 
guide was prepared by the researcher. The interview guide was developed by taking into consideration and 
combining the types of interview questions categorized by Patton (1987) and Rubin & Rubin (1995, as cited in 
Gubrium, 2002, p. 86). Patton classified the questions into six types, which are experience/behavior, opinion/belief, 
feeling, knowledge, sensory and background/demographic; while Rubin & Rubin (1995, as cited in Gubrium, 2002, 
p. 86) divided them into “main questions that begin and guide the conversation, probes to clarify answers or request 
further examples, and follow-up questions that pursue the implications of answers to main questions”.   
     Dornyei (2007) further expounds that before researchers are able to conduct semi-structured interviews, they 
need to have a firm grasp of the phenomenon under study. This prior knowledge will assist them in developing 
appropriate, meaningful and significant questions pertinent to the research. In light of this admonition, it must be 
mentioned that prior to embarking on this research endeavour, the researcher in the present study spent a 
considerable amount of time familiarising herself with the academic activities and educational environment at the 
law school. For instance, in 2007 she was given the chance to pilot a new course - English for Law - at AIKOL. She 
was given one semester for this purpose. This opportunity was taken to its full advantage because it was then that 
the researcher made contacts with the law lecturers and other law students. Her casual conversations with them 
provided much of the necessary input. She tried as much as possible to be accustomed to all the inherent domains in 
legal studies. For instance, she attended a few mooting sessions and observed the students developing their ‘bundle 
of cases’. Furthermore, her experiences in teaching English for Academic Purposes (EAP) course to groups of Law 
students were also very valuable in that they revealed to her some of the typical intellectual activities related to legal 
studies. Thus, it could be safely deduced that her formulation of the interview questions was considerably 
comprehensive but not exhaustive, in that they encompassed all the crucial aspects related to the focus of the 
research. 
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     The adaptation of these aspects in developing the interview guide was deemed most apt in achieving the 
researcher’s objective of generating insights into the practice of the reading of legal cases at AIKOL. It enabled the 
researcher to explore students’ varied experiences in practicing it. The interview guide was also essential in de-
limiting the issues asked, ensuring consistency of information retrieved and ascertaining the smooth-running of the 
interview (Patton, 1987).  In the same vein, Dornyei (2007) accentuates the significance of the guide in a qualitative 
research, whereby it is used to determine that all essential aspects of the questions have been covered by each 
interviewee; the wordings of the questions have been suitably phrased; and examples of probing questions, opening 
statement and general comments are readily available if the need arises. All the information gathered during the 
interview sessions was digitally recorded. And since this research was done in an L2 context, the participants were 
allowed to provide their feedback in their mother tongue so as to remove any forms of language barrier which may 
have affected the essence of the information.  
 
4. Data Analysis 
 
     The task in analyzing the data was divided into two stages – the data management stage and the meaning-making 
stage. During the data management stage, the two steps involved were:    
 
4.1 Step 1: Initial Coding 
      
     Firstly, the conversations during the interview sessions with the students and lecturers were transcribed by a 
postgraduate student who has had some training in transcription. Then the researcher went through the transcripts 
meticulously to check that all the information in the recording had been carefully transcribed. Once the accuracy of 
the transcription has been determined, the next step was to systematically arrange the data into a particular order. At 
this initial stage, the interview data were tagged or labeled according to the 5 core questions. These core questions 
represented the main aspects or key variables in developing the interview questions.  
 
4.2 Step 2: Organising Data 
      
     The coded responses were then transferred onto a matrix display to arrange them according to the specific 
interview question. The researcher referred to the works of Miles & Huberman (1994) in developing the matrix. 
According to them, the coherent arrangement of the comprehensive data display “permit[s] careful comparisons, 
detection of differences, noting patterns and themes, seeing trends and so on” (p.92). 
     Another advantage of the matrix display is that it allows for the recognition of the interconnectivity and 
interrelationships of various concepts which would have been tough if not impossible to notice in a textual-based 
format (Spencer et.al, 2003, as cited in Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In the same vein, Tufte (1986, as cited in Miles & 
Huberman, 1994, p.243) accentuates that “what we are seeking in the graphic and tabular displays of the information 
is the clear portrayal of complexity. Not complication of the simple; rather the task of the design is to give visual 
access to the subtle and the difficult - that is the revelation of the complex”.  
    The steps involved in the meaning-making stage were as follows: 
 
4.3 Step 3: Identifying Initial Sub-Themes 
 
     The matrix display was undeniably a great help to the researcher. It enabled her to see the connections between 
the questions and the responses in an abridged or summarised form. This comprehensive view was most crucial in 
making her initial interpretation of the meaning of each coded response especially in ensuring the level of ‘fit’ 
between inherent meanings of actual responses and given interpretations. Throughout this process the researcher 
always retained the links with the original data. She revisited the transcripts to check that the interpretation she made 
concurs with the attended meaning of the respondents. Hence, the researcher always asked this fundamental 
question “Is this what he or she means?”. 
     In developing the sub-themes, firstly the researcher deciphered the meaning of the utterances and recorded them 
in the ‘main idea’ column of the graphic display.  They were composed using the respondents’ actual words. The 
use of respondents’ own expressions during the initial conceptualization stage was crucial to ascertain that the 
emergent concepts were grounded in the original data. Then, the researcher further inferred the ideas in the ‘main 
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idea’ column to develop the related initial sub-themes. In doing so, she had to ensure they were able to “capture 
commonalities between behaviours in order that a range of common classes of behavior may be identified for a 
given task or situation” (Green, 1998, p.18).  
 
4.4 Step 4: Developing Themes 
 
     Once the initial sub-themes have been identified, the next step was for the researcher to go through them 
meticulously to identify certain common patterns and trends in order to merge and place them into broader themes. 
It was at this point that the convergence of the data was most apparent. These themes may have been pre-determined 
prior to data collection or emerged during data collection.  
     At the same time, the researcher also took note of sub-themes which differed from the rest, as they might indicate 
a different gestalt. For instance, one of the purposes of this study was to identify problems faced by students in 
reading legal cases. However, upon analysis of the lecturers’ interview transcriptions it was found that they also 
shared their problems in providing the training of this skill. Thus, the researcher decided that instead of dismissing 
these valid concerns she would undoubtedly take them into account as she considered them unexpected findings that 
surfaced during the analytical progression of the data. Hence, these concerns were put under the theme ‘problems 
faced by lecturers’.    
 
4.5 Step 5: Clustering 
 
     Clustering denotes the beginning of the process of placing the themes into broader abstract concepts or main 
themes. During this stage, the researcher looked for the relationships among the themes that have been generated by 
the data and tried to link them to certain theories or pre-existing concepts related to the subject under investigation. 
This process of “subsuming the particulars into more general classes” as defined by Miles & Huberman (p.255) 
clearly reflects the diverging propensity at this stage of the analytical process as connections were developed 
between the particulars in the study to the broader and universal concepts.  
 
4.6 Step 6: Drawing conclusions  
      
     In this final step of the analysis, it was most apparent that the initial haphazard raw data had gone through a 
transformation process whereby eventually they become more “condensed, clustered, sorted and linked over time” 
(Gherardi & Turner, 1987 in Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.91). This evolution process is most crucial as it gives the 
much needed meaning to the initially unstructured data. By synthesisizing the data to the conceptual or theoretical 
notions inherent in the subject of study, the researcher was able to draw logical interpretations of the concrete data 
by referring to the concepts and vice verse.    
     At this stage too, the researcher realized that at times her mind could be quite muddled as she has been engrossed 
in trying to handle the voluminous data systematically. Thus, before she started interpreting the data, she returned to 
the research questions and the conceptual framework of the study once again to realign her focus. She noticed that 
by doing so she was able to build the immediate and crucial connections between the purpose of the study and 
emergent concepts from the data. Indirectly, this also helped her to develop sound conclusions for the study as the 
evidences were grounded in the data and strongly linked to the conceptual and theoretical underpinnings. This is 
akin to Miles & Huberman’s (1994) proposition that “conceptual frameworks and research questions are the best 
defense against (data) overload” (p.55).     
     In order to ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the analysis, some randomly selected data were given to 
two raters to be independently interpreted. Their interpretations were then compared to the researcher’s 
interpretation and calculated for reliability. The reliability score was 100%. 
   
5. Findings 
 
     Analyses of the data from the students’ semi-structured interview revealed three fundamental aspects pertaining 
to the common problems faced by learners in the reading of legal cases. Those factors were the nature of legal cases, 
language and time management.  
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5.1 Cases 
 
5.1.1 Type of cases 
 
     One of the common problems faced by students in reading cases was the type of cases. According to them, 
English cases particularly old English cases were very challenging compared to recent cases or Malaysian cases. 
The main crux of the problem was the use of archaic English language in the judgments which tended to be very 
expressive and bombastic, and at the same time led to a lot of confusion among students. This dilemma was 
succinctly expressed by Saiful:  
 
the judges will write will write the judgments very long sentences one sentence can be up to a paragraph or 2 and 
unless you are unless you are very well versed you can get confusing I notice that a lot in my friends lah [Saiful/DU22] 
 
     Another respondent, Farah, also agreed that English cases were “more difficult to understand” [DU58]. She 
related that the reasons were “because they [English cases] are longer and the practice there is that there will be 
more judges so we have to, since there are more judges there are more judgments and as usual the language is more 
sophisticated”  [Farah/DU60]. Besides that, Laila admitted her difficulty in reading cases stating that: 
 
you know this old English language I can’t understand that kind of language you know because of the very old English 
language because usually the cases are very old cases that we refer to we don’t really learn aa…the latest cases we 
don’t really refer to the cases 2010 or 11 all the cases are around 1987, 1943 all the older cases [Laila/DU26]. 
 
     Rizwan also shared the same opinion, because according to him the current English cases and the Malaysian 
cases were quite easy to understand because they used plain language as compared to old English cases where “how 
they say it and how they arrive to say it’s quite different from the current one” [Rizwan/DU30]. 
     Interestingly, although other respondents tended to describe the language of old cases as ‘complicated’ and 
‘bombastic’, Syukri perceived it as a beautiful language. He said:  
  
the judge they always use these flowery words in delivering their judgment before they will always use analogy before 
they say like the law is like this and they keep on saying it in such beautiful words even though [while] the message is 
very clear [DU135] 
 
     and he quoted the judgment in the case of Donoghue vs Stevenson as a good example. 
 
     Nevertheless, despite saying that, Syukri also maintained his preference for recent cases over the old English 
cases since the language structure has better clarity and the delivery of the message was done in fewer words 
“without having to go around and around over the same idea and not getting it” [DU209]. 
 
5.1.2 Number of cases 
      
     Another issue which became a big problem to the students was the number of cases they had to read. The 
researcher was made to understand that the students had to read one hundred plus to two hundred cases for one 
subject. This was confirmed by Sofia who explained:  
 
For one course 200 cases every single semester yes. That's the maximum for us for Family, especially 
Family Law 1 we have a lot of Chinese cases and Indian cases and  we had like 200 cases to read. Criminal 
Law I think around the same number but definitely more than a hundred yeah [Sofia/DU32-38]. 
 
     This was supported by Saiful who mentioned that “some subjects even have up to 100 plus cases in the course 
outline” and this situation, according to him, made it impossible for students to “really have time to read everything” 
[Saiful/DU20].  
 
5.1.3 Thickness of cases 
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     The problem with the huge number of cases that students had to read was made more challenging considering 
that some of the cases were very thick. This eventually made the reading of cases a very difficult task. This point 
was highlighted by Farah who mentioned that “for like cases which are thicker like Alcoff cases will be like almost a 
hundred or more than a hundred, then it will take a longer time so that will be difficult” [Farah/DU100]. Similarly, 
Sofia and Syukri also voiced the same concern. Syukri even added that the lengthy judicial opinions became a de-
motivating factor for students to read them as they led to boredom. As a result, some of the law students would 
apply ‘short-cuts’ in their reading where they “don’t really like to read everything about the cases, they just read 
about the judgment without actually knowing the material facts” [Syukri/DU41].  
 
5.2 Legal English 
 
     In general, five out of the six student respondents admitted that legal English was indeed very challenging. They 
considered it to be very unique and sophisticated yet very legalistic and bombastic. This feature of the language 
placed a great demand on them to really understand a case which “is not like other source of literature” 
[Sofia/DU10]. In relating her experience reading her first case, Sofia admitted that she was really taken by surprise. 
In between bouts of laughter, she sincerely confessed that “I didn’t know it took that long, I didn’t know it took a 
page to explain something so simple as a two-length face and that’s law for you” [DU/138]. Indirectly, this made 
legal language very special in its own right. Sofia perceived it as a form of art because it “is not like other kind of 
English, it’s not like any other literature, it takes time to understand it but that’s what it is, it’s unique, legal 
language is unique” [DU138]. However, having said that, Sofia also confessed that the bombastic language of law is 
undeniably baffling [DU29].     
     In the same vein, Rizwan related his confusion during his first attempt at reading the case book. He was 
instructed to read a simple case. However, he found great difficulty in understanding it because he was unfamiliar 
with the legal language and because it was an old case [DU64]. Hence, he acknowledged that “legal language itself 
is not as normal as the normal everyday newspaper language” [Rizwan/DU124]. 
     Farah also admitted the sophistication of legal language in her description that: 
 
the words that they use in the legal reports are aa…I guess it’s more sophisticated and it’s not a normal vocabulary that 
we use in our daily life so we needed to refer to the dictionaries and some of the words are not aa… we could not find it 
in the normal dictionaries the normal English dictionaries so we have to refer to the legal dictionary and the style of 
language is different ya because some opinions some would be the judgment so sometime it’s difficult to differentiate it 
[Farah/DU30].   
 
     As for Syukri, he made a rather comical remark about the language, which revealed that he was perplexed with 
the way law reports were written. He said “one thing I don’t understand aa… like in those law reports they keep on 
repeating the same thing again and over again” [DU131]. 
     The perplexity with legal English has led many students to perceive it as a complicated language. Thus, 
according to Saiful: 
 
that's why I think there’s been a lot of advocacy to change how judges write as well to become more plain English. I 
think there’s a growing number of supporters for that even from lawyers but I don’t know I don’t think it has happened 
even in Malaysia. I think there’s still very legalistic about what they write how they write the judgment [DU103]. 
 
     Nevertheless, Laila regarded the issue differently. In her opinion, legal English holds a similar concept to 
business English in that both were infused with specific jargons or terms related to the different disciplines and any 
law students were capable of learning those terms [DU92]. Thus, she opined that “legal English is just terms, is not a 
whole big language itself, is not a new language” [DU90]. Although the structure of the language may pose some 
problems to learners, she strongly believed that it was still tolerable “because if you want to be in this area, so you 
have to try” [DU98]. 
 
5.3 Time constraints 
 
     According to Sofia, the fact that law students at IIUM were having the most number of subjects and the heaviest 
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credit hours compared to other law undergraduates at other local universities, put a lot of constraints on the way they 
spent their time. This is due to the fact that the students have to study Civil and Syariah law simultaneously. On top 
of that, they were also required to take a few elective courses. Sofia stated that 21.5 credit hours per week afforded 
them very little time to catch up on their studies and what’s more to spend on other social activities such as sports 
and games [Sofia/DU126]. 
     In the same vein, Saiful admitted that their syllabus was very crammed. He stated that generally students had to 
take 6 to 7 courses per semester and “that’s not counting if you fail a subject or you have to repeat [your course]” 
[DU20]. He concluded that their schedule was very hectic. Pertaining to the skills of reading cases, Saiful disclosed 
that despite getting the training, in general students did not utilize the skills that they had learnt due to time 
constraints. Students claimed that they did not have sufficient time to read the cases as they should. For instance, 
Saiful [DU89] mentioned that “actually the problem is not to read it better I suppose it's to actually give time to 
read.” In the same vein, Sofia [DU126] stated that “we should be given time that’s it, a lot of time because studying 
cases …it’s a lot of time.” Furthermore she also admitted that one of her biggest problems in reading cases was 
actually “finding the time to read them” [DU31].  
     Thus, the students proposed that they be given more time to read cases because studying those cases and 
understanding them were indeed time consuming. To a certain extent, the students’ dilemma is well understood 
considering the huge number of cases they have to read as well as the thickness of some of those cases. 
 
 
6. Discussion 
 
     In general, the students admitted that there were a few factors which hindered them from fully applying and 
practicing this skill in their studies. Those factors can be divided into three categories – the nature of cases, legal 
English and time constraint – where all three are actually interconnected.    
     One of the biggest challenges that law students have to face is the huge number of cases that they are required to 
read - approximately one hundred to two hundred cases for one particular subject. Normally, every semester 
students will take up around four to five subjects and this means that eventually the total number of cases that they 
need to handle is about a thousand. This is definitely an uphill battle for the majority of them.  
     Compounding this problem is the fact that most of these cases are indeed very thick, where a case can even reach 
a hundred or more pages. When such is the case, students admitted not having sufficient time to go through every 
case thoroughly as the reading of one case itself will already take up a lot of their time. Furthermore, students also 
mentioned that reading the lengthy legal judgments is definitely a challenge to them as it also leads to boredom.   
     Since the students were fully aware that they would never be able to read all the cases assigned to them, this 
study noted that students adopted a more selective approach in their reading of cases. For example, Saiful admitted 
that he would only read the cases if the lecturers put an emphasis on them in class. He said:  
 
…it really depends on the lecturer…if they really if they seem very adamant about it very serious about it also then 
tergerak lah hati nak pegi bukak baca [it will motivate me to read the case] but if they don’t I'll also take it lightly also 
lah….(Saiful/DU115).  
 
     Besides focusing on cases emphasized by lecturers, students also gave more attention to the most pertinent and 
current cases. These included important cases relevant to the topic of law that they were learning, as well as those 
which they had limited comprehension off. By giving more attention to these cases they were able to figure out the 
application of the legal principles in the judgments which would eventually increase their understanding of the topic 
of law. On top of that, students also preferred to concentrate on the more recent cases as they believed that these 
cases had already drawn on previous landmark cases, which had become fundamental in shaping the outcome of the 
judgments. Moreover, the recent cases were also pivotal in displaying the evolution that has taken place in a 
particular branch of law.   
 
     Since the judgments of the landmark cases set the precedent for future cases in a particular law, it is crucial then 
to dissect and analyse them carefully in order to understand the legal reasoning behind its establishment. Due to this 
apparent important role of these leading cases, they become another common type of legal cases referred to by 
students. Despite their thickness, some students still find reading them to be very beneficial and worthwhile. This 
117 Adlina Ariffi n /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  134 ( 2014 )  109 – 118 
study strongly believes that students should focus on both the leading and the current cases in order to obtain a more 
informed and comprehensive understanding of the development in an area of law.     
     However, there were also students who preferred to read the abridged version of the cases found in the textbooks. 
While acknowledging the fact that their lecturers repeatedly impressed upon them the importance of reading actual 
cases, they still preferred the summarized version because according to them “everything is already there” 
[Laila/DU22]. Besides, given the number of cases and time constraint, they felt that this was their best alternative 
rather than not reading the cases at all.  
     The next hurdle that law students face is the complexity of legal English. The feedbacks given by the students 
clearly indicated that they did find legal language to be very unique yet challenging. This is indeed most 
unsurprising given the fact that legal language possesses very special stylistic features which are distinctive in its 
own right and makes the language exceptionally different than other types of domain-specific language. Even a few 
of the respondents perceived the language as a form of art and literature. Furthermore, the complexity of legal 
English has been acknowledged by linguists in this area such as Goodrich (1987), Tiersma (1999), Phillips (1987), 
Habermas (1996), Badger (2003), Haigh (2009) etc. They opine that the long-winded and convoluted sentence 
structures, complex syntax plus the Latinised words and phrases have led the language to be perceived as arcane and 
ponderous which in a way makes comprehension a near impossible task especially for laymen and novices in law.        
     To aggravate the matter, most of the leading cases which the law students had to refer to comprise of old English 
cases which were written many decades ago where not only the legal language but the English language then was 
very much antiquated and verbose. This further adds to the existing complexity in their process of reading cases. 
Besides, the lengthy judgments which tend to be very expressive and bombastic only made them more perplexed 
and baffled. Hence, the students admitted preferring current English cases and Malaysian cases to those of the old 
ones since they were written in plain language which helped their understanding of the cases better.        
     However, the study strongly believes that learning the language of law is an obligation to those aspiring to 
become future lawyers or involve in legal affairs. This is mainly because law is a special discourse community; 
hence, those entering the discipline must acclimatize themselves to its discourse, culture and conventions as 
highlighted by Laila that “because you want to be in this area, you have to try” [DU98].  
      Another common problem raised by students in reading cases is lack of time. One of the main reasons cited was 
due to their heavy workload since they have to take Civil and Syariah subjects simultaneously. Besides that, they 
were also required to take a few elective subjects. On average they were doing 21.5 credit hours per week which 
they felt gave them very little time to really focus on their case reading what more on other social obligations. 
Interestingly, Noraini (1997) made a similar finding in her study at the National University of Malaysia (UKM) 
where her participants cited that one of their reasons for failing to read cases was “insufficient time due to a packed 
timetable, family and personal problems and heavy extra-curricular activities” (p.51).  
     This study strongly felt that students should not occupy themselves with unbeneficial activities that will divert 
them from their main task. In this respect, students may try to emulate the fighting spirit held by one of the 
respondents, Rizwan. His failure in his studies during the first year became a wake-up call for him to really improve 
himself. He consulted his lecturers to really understand and analyse his problems then he said:   
     
I really cut down on what my entertainment, I really cut down on everything because I just focus on reading cases, 
reading cases because in the end of the days in the real world that’s what you’re going to do and that’s what you’re 
going to end up with you can’t be saying now you can complain to the lecturer but at the end of the day when you are 
working who you are going  to complain it to, you can’t complain to your boss oh I have a lot of cases, I have a life also 
you get fired by that so what’s why I believe in so that’s what I train myself from now [Rizwan/DU160] 
 
     This excerpt clearly shows the sacrifices that one has to make in order to fulfill one’s dream. Moreover, it is also 
apparent that Rizwan has been able to fathom and gauge the kind of expectations that he has to meet in his future 
profession that he is willing to go through the rigorous training while as a student. As a result, he has made 
tremendous improvements in his studies.     
  
     This study strongly believes that the problems mentioned above are not beyond point of rectification. It only 
requires strong sense of willingness and enthusiasm on the part of the learners.  
     In order to improve students’ skills in reading cases, one of the most important tenets that needs to be 
implemented is that ‘practice makes perfect’. When students are constantly exposed to the reading of cases, they 
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will get use to the structure of the legal language and the legal lexis. No doubt at the beginning of their studies they 
rely a lot on the legal dictionary, however, as they gain more confidence in their reading and able to make use of the 
grammatical rules and contextual clues, they will slowly and progressively develop themselves as capable case 
readers. This concurs with Holland & Webb (2006) who stress that reading cases “is a matter of skill and 
interpretation built on experience. After years of reading cases, one instinctively formulates an opinion on what a 
case means” (p.161). 
     On top of that, students should also treat case reading as a serious academic activity by giving it full 
concentration. They must realize that it is not similar to reading novels or story books. As much as they enjoy the 
cases, they must always bear in mind the purposes of their reading, which are principally to find the material facts, 
identify the ratio and the issue of law, and to analyse the application of the legal principles in the judgments. Hence, 
in order to maintain the level of concentration especially in reading thick cases, it might be beneficial for them to 
prepare a checklist or a case brief for the purposes of their reading. This will help them to be more focused and 
constantly critical in analyzing those cases. They may also apply other strategies that will ease their understanding 
and recalling of the cases, such as making short notes after reading each case. 
     Most importantly, students need to possess strong determination and willingness to work hard. They must be 
prepared to make sacrifices especially in terms of time and commitment. They must be eager to put in extra effort in 
order to achieve success in their studies. Should they stumble along the way, they should never give up.  
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